Abstract. The vomeronasal system has been shown to mediate feeding responses in several species of snakes. Most studies, however, have been done on snakes of the families Colubridae and Crotalidae. The role of the vomeronasal system in mediating feeding responses was examined in a member of the Boidae, Boa constrictor imperator. Young boa constrictors were presented with a mouse model that was either scented with mouse odours or unscented. In addition, the snakes underwent trials with their vomeronasal ducts plugged with glue (VNX) or with glue placed on one side of the mouth (Sham). Young boas responded to scented mouse models by tongue-flicking and striking the model; they responded to the models only under the Sham condition. The VNX condition resulted in no strikes and virtually no tongue flicking, suggesting that boa constrictors show appropriate feeding responses to mouse chemicals presented on a model and only respond when the vomeronasal system is intact. 1996 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
The vomeronasal system of squamate reptiles has been implicated in the mediation of many behaviour patterns (Halpern 1992) . Tongue flicking has been used as a dependent measure in several studies of snakes, based on the assumption that elevated tongue-flick rates and vomeronasal stimulation are functionally associated (reviewed in Halpern 1992). For example, the presence of specific chemical cues, such as those arising from prey odour, elicit an elevated tongue-flicking response (Burghardt 1970) , and garter snakes' tongue-flick rates increase in response to increasing prey odour concentration (Halpern & Kubie 1983) . Burghardt & Pruitt (1975) showed that feeding responses in garter snakes are mediated in part by the presence of the tongue. Under normal conditions, tongue flicking brings substances to the vomeronasal organ, although it is not necessarily the only mechanism for chemical delivery to the vomeronasal epithelium (Halpern & Kubie 1980) . Suture of the vomeronasal ducts prevents chemical access to the vomeronasal epithelium in garter snakes (Halpern & Kubie 1980) . Although many studies on the chemical senses of snakes have focused on garter snakes and rattlesnakes (reviewed in Halpern 1992), few studies on chemical senses have addressed other snake taxa (e.g. Watkins et al. 1967; Radcliffe et al. 1986; Cooper 1991) . Members of the Boidae are of particular interest. Sensory cues other than chemical cues affect feeding behaviour in members of this family (de Cock Buning 1983) . Thermal sensitivity is hypothesized to be important in prey detection by snakes possessing heat sensors, like some boids, but the role of chemical cues is less clear (de Cock Buning 1983) . Therefore, it is important to examine the effectiveness of chemical cues in evoking feeding responses in these snakes, as well as the role of the vomeronasal system in this behaviour pattern.
This study was designed as a test of the following hypotheses: (1) boa constrictors detect prey odours and respond with feeding behaviours; (2) the vomeronasal system is necessary to elicit feeding behaviours to scented prey models.
METHODS

Subjects
One female and seven male captive-born boa constrictors (age 8 months, snout-vent lengths 
